Do environmental pollutants influence the onset of respiratory syncytial virus epidemics or disease severity?
The trigger for annual epidemics of respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) infections and the factors contributing to the disappearance of RSV infections in late winter remain obscure. Similarly, there is no adequate explanation for the higher morbidity and admission rates in industrialised as compared with rural areas. It has been suggested that a variety of environmental factors such as temperature, daylight and humidity may influence the onset and waning of the epidemics. However, the few studies assessing these variables fail to support such a link. In many tropical countries the annual epidemic occurs in the summer or autumn, arguing against temperature having a direct influence. A number of studies have suggested that indoor pollutants, including cigarette smoke, are associated with an increased likelihood of being admitted to hospital with severe lower respiratory tract disease. One study exploring the potential role of outdoor pollutants on the pattern of RSV related illness in infancy was unable to identify a clear link between a variety of pollutants and the timing of the epidemic. Nitric oxide levels were higher in winter than during the summer and much higher winter peaks of NO were observe in industrialised areas as compared with urban and rural areas. Whether this or other environmental pollutants contribute to the higher incidence of severe disease in industrialised areas is unclear. Further work is required to explore the possible influence of NO and other environmental pollutants on both the timing and severity of epidemics.